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erewolf Howls

BY CLIFFORD BALL

The men who were waiting for that wolf bad silver bullets i their muskets.
g

WILIGHT had come upon the

slopes of the vineyards, and a

gentle, caressing breeze drifted
through the open cascment to stit 1nto
{urther disorder the papers upon the desk
where Monsicur Etienne Delacroix was
diligently applyirg himself. He raised his
leonine head, the hair of which had °n his
later years turned to gray, and stared
vacantly from hencath bushy brows at the
formation of a wind-driven cloud as if he
thought that the passive elements of the
heavens could, if they so desired, aid him
in somec momentous decision.

There was a light but firm tap on the
door which led to the hall of the chiteau.
Monsieur Delacroix  blinked as  his
thoughts were dispersed and, in some
haste, gathered various documents to-
gether and thrust them into the maw of a
large envelope before bidding the knocker
to enter,

Pierre, his eldest son, came quietly into
the room. The father felt a touch of the
pride he could rever quite subdue when
Pierre approached, for he had a great faith
in his son’s probity, as well as an admira-
tion for the straight carriage and clear eye
he, at his own age, could no longer achieve.
Of late he had been resting a great many
matters pertaining to the management of
the Chateau Doré and the business of its
vineyards, which supported the estate, on
the broad shoulders poised before him.

But Etienne Delacroix had been born
in a strict houschold and his habits fash-
ioned in a stern school, and was the lineal
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descendant of ancestors who had planted
their peasant’s fcet, reverently but inde-
pendently, deep into the soil of France;
so visible emotions were (o him a betrayal
of weakness. There was no trace of the
deep regard he felt for his son cvident
witen he addressed the younger man.

“Where are your brothers? Did I not
ask you to rcturn with them?”

“They are here, Father. 1 entered first,
to be certain that you were ready to receive
us.”

“Bid them enter.”

Jacques and Frangois came in to stand
with their elder brother and were careful
to remain a few inches in his rear: he was
the acknowledged spokesman. Their greet-
ings were spoken simultaneously: Jacques’
voice breaking oft on a high note which
caused him obvious embarrassment, for he
was adolescent.  Togcther, thought Mon-
sieur Dclacroix, they represented three im-
portant steps in his life, three payments
on account to posterity. He was glad his
issuc had all been males; since the carly
death of his wife he had netther cared for
any woman nor taken interest in anything
feminine.

“I have here, my son, some papers of
importance,” he announced, addressing
Pierre.  “As you observe, I am placing
them here where you may casily obtain
them in the event of my absence.” Suiting
the action to the wotd, he removed the
bulky envelope to a drawer in the desk and
turned its key, allowing the tiny piece of
metal to remain in its lock. "I am grow-
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“IHe flung back his head — whimpering.”

ing older”—his fictce, challenging eyes
swept the trio as if he dared a possible
contradiction—"and it 15 best that you are
aware of these accounts, which are relative
to the business of the chateau.”

“Non, non!"” chorused all three. “You
are as young as ever, papal!”

“Sacre bluwe! Do you name me a liar,
my children? Attend, Pierre!”

“Yes, papa.”

“I have work for you this night.”

The clder son’s forehead wrinkled.
"But the work, it is over. Our tasks are
completed. The workers have been
checked, the last cart is in the sh "

“This 1s 2 special task, one which re-
quires the utmost diligence of you all. It
1s of the wolf.”

“The werewolf!” exclaimed, Jacques,
crossing himself.

37
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HT. other brothers remained sileat, but

mingled expressions of wonder and
dislike passed across their features. Ever
since the coming of the wolf the topic of
its depredations had been an unwelcome
one in the houschold of the Chiteau Dorc.

“Mow Diexn, Jacques!” exploded the
head of the house. “Have you, teo, been
istening to the old wives' tales?  Must
vou be such an imbecile, and I your {ather?
Fubhish!  There can be no werewolves;
Iras not the most excellent Father Cromecq
fouted such stories ten thousand times? It
1> 2 common wolf; a large one, truc, but
nevertheless a common mongrel, a beast
trom the distant mountain.  Of ats ferocity
we are vnfortunately well aware; so tt must
be dispatched with the utmost alacrity.”

“But, the workers say, papa, that therc
have been no wolves 1n the fields for more
than a hundred v

“Peste! The ever verbose workers! The
animal (s patently a vagrant, a stray beast
driven from the mountains by the lash of
its hunger. And 1. Etienne Delacroix, have
pronounced that it must dre!”

The father passed a heavy hand across
his forehead, for he was weary from his
unaccustomed labor over the accounts. His
hands trembled slightly, the result of an
old nervous disorder. The fingers were
thick, and blunt from the hardy toil of
earlict years; the blue veins were still
corded from the strength which he had
once possessed.

"It 1s well,” said Pierre in his own level
tones. “Since the wolf came upon and
destroyed poor little Margucrite D’Es-
touric, tcaring her throat to shreds, and
the gendarmes who almost cornered it were
unable to slap it because they could not
shoot straight, and it persists in ’

“It shashed the shoulder of old Gavroche
who 1s so fecble he cannot walk without
two canes!” interrupted Francois, excitedly.

' ravaging our ewes,” concluded
the single-minded Pierre, who was not to
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be side-tracked once he had chosen his
way, whether 1n speech or action. “The
damage to our flocks has been great, papa.
It 1s just that we should take action, since
the police have failed. I have thought this
wolf strange. too, althcugh I place no faith
in demons, I it but sesks foed, why must
it slay so wantonly and feed so little? It is
indeed like a great. gray demon in appear-
ance. Twice have T viewed it, leaping
across the mcadows in the moonlight, its
long, gray legs hurling it 2n unbelicvable
distance at every bound. And Maric Poly-
dore, of the kitchens, feund its tracks only
yesterday at the very gates of the chiteau!”

"I have been told,” revealed Jacques,
flinging his hands abowut in adelescent
carnestness, ' that the wolf @ the beast-soul
of one who has been siricken by the moon-
demens. By day he is 25 other men. but by
night, though he has the cuaiities of a
saint he cannot help himszclf. Perhaps he
15 one with whom we walk and talk, little
guessing his dreadful afftictron.”

“Silence!” roared Monsicur Delacroix.
One of his denched fists struck the desk a
powerful blow and the sons were 1mmedi-
ately quieted. "Must I listen to the rant-
ing and raving and driveling of fools and
impeciles? Am I not still the master of
the Chiteau Doré? 1 will tend ito the
accursed matter as I have always, will I
not? 1 have always seen to the welfare
of the dwellers in the shadow of the
Chiteau Doré! And with the help of the
good God I shall continue to do so, until
the last drop of my blood has dried away
from my bones. You comprehend?”

In a quieter tone, after the enforced si-
lence, he continued: "I have given ordets
to both the foreman and Monsicur the
mayor that this night, the night of the full
moon by which we may detect the
marauder, all the people of the vineyards
and of the town beyond must remain be-
hind locked windows and barred doors. If
they have obeyed my orders—and may the
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zood God look after those who have not—
they arc c¢ven now secure in the safety of
their respective homes,  Let me discover
but one demented idiot peeking from be-
hind his shutter and I promise you he shall
have cause to remember his disobedicnce!”

ILRRE  nodded  without  speaking,
knowing he was being instructed to
punish a possible, but improbable, oftender.
“"Now, we are four intelligent men, I
trust,” said Monsieur Delacroix, pretend-
ing not to notice the glow of pleasure
which sutfused Jucques' features at being
included in their number. “We are the
Delacroix's, which is sufhcient. And as
leaders we must, from time to time, grant
certain concessions to the inferior mentali-
ties of the nofortunate who dwell mn 1gno-
rance; 50 I hive this day promised the good
foremen, who petitioned me regarding the
activitics of this wolf, to perform certain
things. ‘they armly believe the gray wolf
1s 2 demon, an mhuman atroaty visied
upcn us by the Evil One. And also, ac-
cording to their ancient but childish witch-
lore, that it may only be destroyed by a
silver weapon,”

Monsicur Delacroix reached bencath his
chair and drew forth a small, but appar-
ently heavy. szck. Upending it on the sur-
face of the dzsk. he scattered 1n every direc-
tion a deubls Jozen glittering cylindrical
objeccts.

"Bullets!” exclaimed Jacques.

“Sirer bullets!” amended Pierre,

“Yes, my soin.  Bullets of silver which I
molded myself in the collars, and which T
have shown to the men. with the promise
that they will be put to use.”

“Expensive weapons, commented the
thrifty ¥Frangots.

“It 15 the poor peasant s belief.  If we
slew this wolf with merc lead or iron they
would still be f{rightencd of their own
shodows and consequently worthless  at
their work, as they have been tor the past

month. Here are the guns. Tonight you
will go forth, my sons, and slay this fabu-
Ious werewol{, and cast its carcass upon
the cart-load of dry wood T have had piled
by the vineyard road, and bumn it until
there 1s nothing left but the ash, for all to
see and koow!.”

"Yes, papa,” assented Plerre and Fran
¢ois as one, but the boy Jacques cried:
“What? So hne a skin? [ would like it
for the wall of my room! These who have
scen the wolf say its
shaded mto gray

“Jacques.” LEtienne Delacroix’s anger
flooded his face with a great surge of red
and bulging veins, and Pierre and Frangoss
were stricken with awe at the sight of their
father’'s wrath.

"If you do not burn this beast as I say,
immediately after slaying it, T will forget
you arc my sonr, and almost a2 man! |
will v

His own temper choked him into inco-
herency.

"1 crave your pardon, father,” begged
Jacques, humbled and alarmed. "I forgot
myself.”

"We will obey, papa, as always,” said
Francois, quickly, and Pierte gravely
nodded.

“The moon will soon be up,” said Mon-
sieur Delacroix, after a short silence. The
room had grown dark while they talked;
receiving a wordless signal from his father,
Pierre struck a2 match and lit the blackened
lamp on the desk. With the startling tran-
sition, as light leaped forth to dispel the
murky shadows of the room, Pierre cae.
near to exclaming aloud at sight of the
haggard lines in his father’s face. For the
first time in his life he realized that what
his parent had said earlier in the cveniny
about aging was not spoken jocularly, not
the repeated jest Monsieur Delacroix had
afways allowed himseli, but the truth. His
father was old.

“You had better go,” said Etienne Dela-

pelt 15 like silver
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croix, as his keen eyes caught the fleeting
expression on his son’s face. His fingers
drummed a muffled tattoo upon the fine
cdge of his desk, the only sign of his
nervous condition that he could not cn-
tircly control. “Monsicur the Mayor's
opinion Is that the wolf is stronger when
the moon 1s full. But it 15 mine that to-
night it will be easter to discover.”

HE three turned to the 'door} but as

they reached the threshold Monsicur
Delacroix beckoned to the eldest. “An
instant, Pierre. 1 speak to you alone.”

The young man closed the door on his
brothers” backs and returned to the desk,
his steady eyes directed at his father.

Monsteur Delacroix, for the moment,
seerned to have forgotten what he intended
to say. His head was bowed on his chest
and the long locks of his ashen hate had
fallen forward over his brow. Suddenly
he sat ercct, as if it toock an immense cffort
of his will to perform the simple action,
and again Pierre was startled to perceive
the emotions which tvisted his father's
features.

It was the first time he had ever seen
tenderness there, or beheld love in the
eyes he had sometimes, in secret, thought a
little cruel.

“"Have you a pocket crucifix, my son?”

“In my room.”

“Take it with you tonight. And-—you
will stay close to Jacques, will you not?”
His votce was hoarse with unaccustomed
anxiety. “He is young, confident, and—
careless. I would not wish to endanger
your good mother’s last child.”

Pierre was amazed. It had been fifteen
years since he had last heard his father
mention his mother.

“You have been a good son, Pierre.
Obey me now. Do not let the three of you
separate, for I hear this beast is a savage
one and unafraid even of armed men. Take
care of yourself, and see¢ to your brothers.”

"Will you remain in the chiteau for
safety, papa? You are not armed.”

"I am armed by my faith in the good
God and the walls of Chiteau Doré. When
you have lit the fire under the wolf's body
—I will be there.”

He lowerced the leonine head once more,
and Pierre, not without another cutious
look, departed.

For a long while Monsieur Delacroix
sat immobile. his clbows resting on the
padded arms of the chair. the palms of his
hands pressing into his cheeks. Then he
abruptly arosc and, ipproaching the open
casement, drew the curtains wide.  Qut-
side, the long, rolling <lopes fell away to-
ward a dim horizon already blanketed by
the dragons of night. whosc tiny, flickering
eyes were winking into vicw one by one
in the dark void above. Hurrying cloud-
lets scurried 1n little grours across the sky.

Lamps were being lif in the jumble of
cottages that were the abodes of Monsieur
Delacroix’s workmen, bu! at the moment
the sky was iluminated better than the
carth; for the gathering darkness seemed
to cling like an animate thing to the fields
and meadows, and stretch chony claws
across the ribbon of the roadwar,

It was time for the moon to rise,

Monsieur Delacroix turned away from
the casement and with swift. certiin steps
went to the door, opening it.  The hall was
still, but from the direction of the dining
room there came a clatter of dishes as the
servants cleared the table. Quickly, with
an unusual alacrity for a man of his years,
he silently traversed the floor of the huge
hall and passed through its outer portals.
A narrow gravel lane led him along the
side of the chétean until he reached the
building’s extreme corner, where he aban-
doned it to strike off across the closely
clipped sward in the direction of a small
clump of beech trees.

The night was warm and peaceful, with
no threat of rain. A teasing zephyr tugged
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at the thick locks on his uncovered head;
from somewhere near his feet came the
chirp of a cricket,

In the grove it was darker until he came
to its center, wending through and past
the entangled thickets like one who had
traveled the same path many times, and
found the small glade that opened beneath
the stars. Here there was mote light again
but no breeze at all. In the center of the
glade was an oblong, grassy mound, and
at one end of it a white stone, and on the
stone the name of his wife.

ONSTEIIR DELACROTX stood for

an instant beside the grave with low-
ered head, and then he sank to his knees
and began to pray.

In the cast the sky began to brighten as
though some torch-bearing giant drew
near, walking with great strides beyond
the edge of the carth. The stars struggled
feebly against the superior illumination,
but their strength diminished as a narrow
band of encroaching yellow fire appeared
on the nnm of the world.

With its arrival the low monotone of
prayer was checked, to continue afterward
with what seemed to be some difficuity.
Monsteur Delacroix’s throat was choked,
either with grief for the unchangeable past
or an indefinable apprehension for the in-
evitable future. His breath came in strug-
gling gasps and tiny beads of persniration
tormed on hss face and hands.  His pray-
ers became mumbled, jerkv  utterances,
holding no recognizable hrascs of speech,
Whispers, and they ceased altogether.

A small dark cloud danced across a far-
off mountain-top, shd furtively over the
border of the land, and for a minute erased

the yellow gleam from the horizon. Then,
as if in terror, shaken by its own teme:ity,
it {led frantically into oblivion, and the
great golden platter of the full moon is-
sued from behind the darkness it had left
to deluge the landscape with a ceascless
shower of illusive atoms; tiny motes that
danced the pathways of space.

Meoensieur Delacroix gave a low cry like a
chiid in pain. His agonized eyes were
fixed on the backs of his two hands as he
held them pressed against the dew-damp-
ened sward. His fingers had begun to
stiffen and curl at thetr tips; he could see
the lTong, coarse hairs sprouting from the
pores of his flesh—as he had many times
within the past month since the night he
had fallen asleep by the grave of his wife
and slept throughout the night under the
baleful beams of the moon.

He flung back his head, whimpering be-
cause of the terrible pressure he could fecl
upon his skull, and its shape appeared to
elter so that it scemed cur:ously elongated.
His cyes were bloodshot, and as they sank
into their sockets his lips began to twitch
over the fangs in his mouth,

The three brothers, crouching nervously
in the shadows of the vineyards, started
violently.

Jacques, the younger, almost lost his
grasp on the gun with the silver bullets
which his father had given him.

From somecwhere nearby there had
arisen a great volume of sound, swirling
ind twisting and climbing to shatter itself
mnto a hundred echoes against the vault of
the heavens, rushing and dipping and sink-
ing mnto the cores of all living hearts and
the very souls of men-—the hunting-cry of
tire wetewolf.
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